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The public sector has been faced with increasingly difficult challenges.  Of particular 
concern have been decreased budgets and a growing demand for more citizen 
involvement.  As a result, governments in a number of countries have had to look to form 
new types of institutional arrangements such as partnerships with other sectors in order to 
address these concerns.  The voluntary and community sector has become one of these 
partners.  Voluntary and community organizations have now moved from the periphery 
to the center of government policy and practice, particularly in respect to community 
based and local government policy development and service delivery.    This shift has 
resulted in an expansion of the set of decision-makers and the creation of a new 
democratic context.  This is reflected in the literature in a number of ways.  Of particular 
relevance for this new role is the shift from government to governance and working 
through networks.   
 
This paper provides an institutional framework for voluntary and community 
organizations and others involved in these new types of relationships in order to better 
inform them in dealing with their new roles.  Highlighted are the ways that the 
democratic context is impacted in terms of: the issues of power and control, 
accountability issues, the need to build trust, and the need to build a commitment to a 
new whole.   In addition, the authors present challenges and opportunities for managers 
and academics as a result of these new relationships.  Included are: changing expectations 
of government and voluntary and community organizations, the need for new types of 






The community and voluntary sector sits alongside the state sector and the private sector. 
As such, it is sometimes referred to as the 'third sector'1. Voluntary Community 
Organizations (VCOs) are important alternative venues for the delivery of services that 
government and private sector organizations cannot or will not provide. Organizations 
within this sector play a number of important and active roles in society.  For instance, 
they may focus on: 
• providing services to strengthen communities  
• mutual aid and self-help for members of organizations  
• policy advocacy or campaigning  
• advocacy on behalf of individuals  
• expressing and fostering culture and identity.  
 
Some of these roles are either relatively new or have changed over the years.  More 
recently, in terms of their relationships with government, they have become involved in a 
more active role, one in which they work alongside government agencies and other 
stakeholders in new forms of collaborations. A number of authors have indicated the 
importance of  the interface between government and VCO s (Agranoff, R., 2006; 
Edwards, 2000; Kettl, 2006; Lyons, 2001; O’Leary, et al, 2006).The effect of this 
interface between government, community and business sectors has been an expansion of 
the set of decision-makers and the creation of a new democratic context.  This 
reconfiguration of governance means new roles, new capacities and ways of relating by 
                                                 
1 In this paper this sector is referred to as voluntary and community organizations (VCO).  In some of the 
literature this sector is also referred to as non-profits. 
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the public, private, non-profit sectors and community groups and much experimentation 
has already occurred.  
 
This paper explores these changing relations, highlights the changing role of VCOs, with 
an emphasis on their role as a partner with government and others.  In unpacking the 
changing relationships between VCOs, government and other key stakeholders, the 
authors draw on a suite of case studies undertaken across a number of sectors and from a 
range of disciplines including public administration, community and urban development 
and integrated service delivery.2  A qualitative approach to data gathering including 
observation with limited participation, semi- structured interviews and synergistic focus 
groups, supplemented by analysis of documents, has been applied to provide a grounded 
and more ‘fine grained’ understanding of the relationships 
 
Based on the findings generated from the case studies and the extant body of literature, 
this paper first delineates not only how the role of VCOs have changed, but also the 
impact of this change on the democratic context.  Of particular relevance for this new role 
is the shift from government to governance and working through networks (Agranoff, 
2003; Agranoff & McGuire, 2003; Brinkerhoff, 2002; Cordero-Guzman, 2001; Crowley, 
2004; Edwards & Stern, 1998; Frederickson, 1991; Goodwin, 2004; Kettl, 2002; Provan 
& Milward, 2001; Ross & Osborne, 2004).   
 
                                                 
2  See for instance Mandell 1999; Keast and Brown, 2002; Brown and Keast, 2003; Keast, Mandell, Brown 
and Woolcock, 2004; and Keast 2004. Details on these and additional cases can be secured from the 
authors.  
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 Following that it examines the emergent relationships and the allied institutional 
framework that has now come into play. The need for new skills and expertise, coupled 
with new ways of managing and maintaining relationships are also discussed.  Finally, 
the article highlights some of the emergent issues for consideration arising from this new 
role for VCOs and its impact on the democratic context.   
 
From Government to Governance: 
 
Over the past century governments have slowly assumed principle responsibility for the 
development and delivery of public services. This has mainly been provided through 
large-scale public departments or agencies. Over time, government departments, 
particularly at different levels of operation became aware of the benefits of working more 
closely with each other. This led to an emphasis in the literature on the field of 
interorganizational relations (Brinkerhoff, 2002).  More recently, the complex problems 
facing governments have led to the inclusion of not only other government agencies but 
also the non-profit and private sectors as well as community groups (Crowley, 2004; 
Fine, 2001; Goodwin, 2004; Harris, et al, 2004; Huxham & Vangen, 1996; Clarke and 
Stewart, 1997; Larner & Butler, 2004; Milward, 1996; Ross & Osborne, 2004).  This 
broader change in how government operates has led to a change in how we perceive the 
democratic context in terms of the creation, execution and implementation of public 
policy and the execution of the delivery of services.  This change is a reflection of an 
emphasis away from looking at government, per se, as being the focus in public policy 
making, to looking at the concept of governance.   
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Governance refers to a new way of governing, one in which government is only one actor 
among a number of other actors involved in policy-making (Bingham, et al, 2005; 
Cooper et al, 2006; Kickert et al, 1997; Rhodes, 1996).  Government refers to a legal and 
formal authority with powers to execute and implement public activities.  Governance 
refers to the incorporation of many different organizations, groups and/or individuals 
sharing this power even though they may not have the legal authority to do so.   
 
In addition, other authors have cited the critical importance of this shift to governance in 
terms of the need for public managers to now understand their role not only in a 
hierarchical bureaucratic mode, but also in a network of actors representing all sectors 
(Agranoff & McGuire, 2003; Frederickson, 1999; Kettl, 2002; Kickert et al, 1997; 
Mandell, 2001a).  Rhodes refers to this as “self-organizing interorganizational networks” 
(in Kickert, et al,1997: xi).  Such principally horizontal inter-organizational relations 
have been described by such terms as networks, partnerships and clusters, discussed as 
collaborations for the remainder of this paper.  
 
The variety of labels aside, these new institutional arrangements all have in common 
notions of shared power, enhanced information sharing and communication, improved 
trust and commitment to common values and purpose. In these types of relationships, 
VCOs are seen as a partner with other stakeholders, especially government.  In these 
efforts they are in a (supposedly) more equal partnership arrangement with government 
and other stakeholders. In this role they actively work with government and other 
individuals, groups and organizations in making decisions not only as to service delivery 
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but more importantly developing innovative solutions to changing the existing systems 
that currently deliver services.  It is this role that has the greatest impact on changing the 
democratic context.  
 
In this role, VCOs take on the role of “policy advocacy3 and constituency empowerment” 
(Brinkerhoff, 2002: 11) on behalf of the community.  As a result, the role of the 
community vis a vis VCOs and government agencies is also strengthened. It is argued 
that the changing relationships between VCOs and the government have a number of 
inherent benefits (Adams and Hess, 2001). More specifically Brinkerhoff (2002: 13) has 
identified these benefits as including: “… the efficiency and effectiveness of public 
service delivery, the quality and responsiveness of public policies, the degree of social 
exclusions, the expression of public values and the building of social capital”. This can 
also be seen in the literature on issues of governance, accountability, citizen engagement 
and performance measures (Agranoff, 2003; Agranoff & McGuire, 2003; Bingham, et al, 
2005; Brinkerhoff, 2002; Cooper, et al, 2006; Cordero-Guzman, 2001; Crowley, 2004; 
Edwards & Stern, 1998; Goodwin, 2004; Keast et al, 2006; Keast & Brown, 2002; Larner 
& Butler, 2004; Provan & Milward, 2001; Ross & Osborne, 2004). 
    
Nonetheless, although presumably moving to a more central and interdependent role in 
these new types of collaborations, VCOs, as well as the government agencies that fund 
them, find it difficult to completely move away from their old type of relationships 
(Keast & Brown, 2002).  The dependency on these funding organizations still remains, as 
                                                 
3 Note; policy advocacy as used here refers to VCOs’ role, as acting on behalf of communities, within 
collaborative projects. This is a different role than that of advocate noted above, in which they lobby for 
new or amended legislation in order to support the continuance of their efforts.  
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does much of the distrust that exists between VCOs and government agencies.  New 
ways of dealing with each other for all parties (VCOs and government agencies alike) 
involved in these new types of IORs, therefore, will be required.   
 
 
New Terms of Engagement  
 
Although VCOs always maintained relationships with government agencies, as the 
deliverer of services, these relationships were underpinned by their knowledge that the 
government was in a more powerful position than them.  In these new relationships 
VCOs are not just deliverers of services, instead, they are seen as a key stakeholder 
among a number of stakeholders.  In this context, it is argued that the relationship 
between VCOs and government agencies changes from not only dependency, but to 
interdependency, as well.   
 
This leads to a new emphasis on what is meant by working in a democratic context.  For 
government agencies, they are no longer in a position of telling VCOs what to do.  
Instead, even if they fund the project, they are also now an equal partner alongside VCOs 
as well as other stakeholders For VCOs, this means that they now are in the role of not 
just delivering services, but in the role of decision-maker, alongside government.  
Because of this, VCOs will have to learn new ways of thinking about and working with 
governments.  
 
New Ways of Working: 
  
In their collaborative role VCOs must recognize their interdependence with a number of 
other actors in order to address intractable issues.  This means that they no longer can just 
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be concerned with their own ability to deal with problems.  Instead, they find that they 
are just one part of a total picture (Agranoff & McGuire, 2001; Huxham, 2005; Huxham 
& Vangen, 2005; Koppenjan & Klijn, 2004; Mandell, 1988, 2000).  In order to succeed, 
therefore, they will need to be able to not only meet their goals, but the goals of the total 
collaboration.  The goal is no longer on just being able to deliver services.  Instead, the 
goal changes to one in which there is a need to change the system in which services are 
delivered (Agranoff, 2003; Brinkerhoff, 2002; Keast et al, 2004; Mandell, 1994; O’Toole, 
1997; The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 1995).  
 
In order to accomplish this, VCOs need to develop new and different kinds of 
relationships with the other actors in the collaboration.  Instead of trying to protect their 
turf, they will need to find areas of mutual concern in which to build new methods of 
operating.  They can no longer rely on the top-down type of arrangements so prevalent in 
the more traditional type of IORs.  Instead, they will need to deal with more horizontal 
relationships that rely on building areas of trust and reciprocity (Kickert, et al, 1997; 
Mandell, 1994).  
 
The emphasis, instead of on protecting their boundaries, will be on breaking down 
boundaries through enhancing trusting relationships.  The focus therefore is not on 
achieving tasks (service delivery) per se, but rather on the processes needed to establish 
new and different types of relationships.  Collaborations necessarily should include any 
and all organizations, groups and/or individuals who are seen as making a difference to 
the issue to be dealt with.  Since the collaboration itself becomes the focal point, rather 
 10
than the individual members, the idea of protecting individual boundaries will no longer 
be appropriate.  VCOs will need to deal with other organizations as partners rather than 
adversaries. 
 
Instead of just knowing how to manipulate established rules and regulations (of 
government agencies) VCOs are required to learn how to maintain viable relationships 
with others (Agranoff, 2003; Booher, & Innes, 2002; Chisholm, 1989; Cordero-Guzman, 
2001; Gray, 1989; Innes & Booher, 1999).  In their role as collaborators, therefore, the 
literature on networks applies with its emphasis on power sharing, building trust and risk-
taking (Agranoff, 2003; Harris, et al, 2004; Huxham, 2005; Kamensky & Burlin, 2004; 
Keast, et al, 2004; Kickert, et al, 1997; Klijn & Koppenjan, 2000; Mandell, 2001(a), 
1999; Provan & Milward, 1991, 1995; 1998; Stone, 1996). 
 
A New Institutional Framework 
 
 
Drawing on the above it can be seen that a “one size fits all” for the activities of VCOs 
will no longer be appropriate.  Instead, VCOs will need to understand the variety of inter-
organizational arrangements that can be used in their various roles.  They differ in terms 
of operating mechanisms and are based on different underlying assumptions.   
 
In their service delivery role, VCOs are operating in a vertical relationship with either 
government agencies and/or foundations.  The agencies and/or foundations set the 
guidelines and the VCOs deliver services under these guidelines.  The operating 
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mechanisms used to carry this out are contractual arrangements such as service 
agreements and/or grants.   
 
In their role as an advocate, VCOs are operating in an adversarial relationship with 
government agencies.  VCOs either individually or in cooperation with other VCOs act to 
ensure that new or proposed legislation will not harm their operations.  The operating 
mechanism used is not contractual, but rather based on arms length transactions, usually 
involving lobbying types of efforts.   
 
In their collaboration role, VCOs are operating in horizontal relationships with a number 
of different actors from the public, private and community sectors in order to foster 
systems changes.  The usual modes of operation no longer apply.  The interactions are 
based on a new institutional framework, one that governs the operation of VCOs through 
networks.  The interactions are based on recognizing the interdependence, rather than the 
dependence, of all actors, building trust and the need to make mutual adjustments in order 
to accomplish goals 
 
Of critical importance, VCOs must also recognize the impact of the environment in 
which they operate.  In this regard, there needs to be recognition of the realities in which 
these new relationships take place.  Although the democratic context in which these new 
relationships take place is changed by these relationships, some of the traditional aspects 
of this context remain the same.  Although the emphasis is on horizontal relations, this 
still must stand alongside existing vertical mechanisms.  Conventional authority 
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structures within government are organized in hierarchical/vertical agencies.  There is a 
need to learn how to develop and maintain mechanisms that incorporate both the new 
horizontal relationships along with the existing vertical structures (Goodwin, 2004; 
Harris et al, 2004; Huxham & Vangen, 1996; Keast & Brown, 2002).  What is needed 
 
   …is a mechanism or set of supplemental mechanisms that respects the role of 
communities in identifying issues which require attention, establishing the priority 
which should be accorded to each, and designing effective service responses.  
These mechanisms must also respect the different structures and processes in place 
in government agencies and the need to engage these agencies early in the process 
and at the appropriate level.  In other words, mechanisms which provide for 
horizontal and vertical engagement for want of better terms (Goodwin, 2004, p25-
26). 
 
In this regard, accords, compacts, partnership agreements and relational contracts are the 
operating mechanisms being used to move beyond the more traditional contracts for 
service.  These types of agreements allow for more innovative ways of working (Larner 
& Butler, 2004).  These types of contracts “help formalize collective visions, principles 
and values, and to establish some of the ways in which resources and tasks might be 
allocated based on those aspirations” (Larner & Butler, 2004, p18).  .  In addition, it also 
is used to set out risks and responsibilities of the parties to the collaboration.  A key 
purpose of these documents is thus to establish a basis for different kinds of evaluation 
measures to be used. 
 
In the end, however, VCOs need to learn the difference between formal partnership 
documents and the process of partnering.  “Whereas the formal documents are seen as 
specifying mandates, accountability and resourcing, and so are legally enforceable, 
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partnering simply involves the establishment of ‘team rules’ that set out processes for 
working together “ (Larner & Butler, 2004, p 18). 
 
New Skill Sets and Expanded Expertise:  
 
These changes in IORs for VCOs, has led to a growing emphasis on the need for more 
professionalism within the VCOs (Brinkerhoff, 2002; Edwards & Stern, 1998).  Although 
VCOs may be very comfortable in their role as service provider and/or advocate for 
change, they are fairly new to their additional role as collaborator.  The literature now 
emphasizes the growing need for VCOs to recognize the new expertise they will need in 
these settings (Edwards & Stern, 1998; Crowley, 2004; Harris, et al, 2004; Larner & 
Butler, 2004; Mandell & Harrington, 1999).  In fact it has been found that in some 
community partnerships that new positions such as “partnership managers” and 
“entrepreneurs” (Larner & Butler, 2004) have been created to develop and maintain these 
partnerships.  According to Larner & Butler (2004:11) not only are new forms of 
leadership and management skills needed for these positions, but “…they are also 
expected to introduce new cultures and learning into their institutions”. However, as 
Davis and Rhodes (2000) note, it may not be that new skills and cultures are required, 
rather that a return to earlier values of diplomacy and respect is called for.  
 
New Roles for Professionals: 
 
 
In view of the new skills and changed expertise required, the role of the professionals 
within these collaborations is not the same as they are used to.  As experts dealing with 
problems facing local communities, professionals in VCOs are used to being in a position 
where they decide what is best for the communities in need of services (Edwards & Stern, 
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1998; Mandell & Harrington, 1999).  In collaborations, however, they are in the position 
where they can no longer tell others what is best for them.  An article on new programs in 
the prevention of teen pregnancies (Edwards & Stern, 1998:12) indicates this shift to 
“…viewing residents as potential partners with assets and expertise rather than as clients 
with problems to be solved…”.  A similar finding was made in a study conducted for the 
Los Angeles Roundtable for Children (Mandell & Harrington, 1999).  In this study it was 
found that professionals “…need to move from being ‘prescribers’ to being ‘learners’ to 
being ‘participants’ and adding value through this process” (11).  Other studies involving 
collaborations among VCOs, government agencies and community groups also highlight 
this change in how professionals can make an impact in these arenas (Booher & Innes, 
2002; Crowley, 2004, Huxham, 2005; Larner & Butler, 2004; Mandell, 2001b).  Instead 
of leadership roles based on vertical (top down) relationships, professionals in these 
settings will need to adopt leadership roles based on horizontal (more equal partnership) 
relationships.  These roles are often referred to in the literature as multilateral broker 
roles (Mandell, 1984) or facilitators (Agranoff, 1986; O’Toole, 1986). 
 
To make the necessary role adjustments requires a double-pronged effort.  First, VCOs 
will have to become more comfortable with “creating chaos” rather than order (Mandell 
& Harrington, 1999).  That is they will have to allow others in the collaboration to 
participate, for their own reasons, and to allow the effort to develop based on these 
different interpretations.  At times this will appear to be, at best, a slow process, and at 
worst, a very chaotic one.  Nonetheless, in order for everyone to reach the same state of 
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commitment to the whole not only takes time but a willingness to accept the views and 
needs of the other members. 
 
This means that our view of the current democratic context now shifts from an emphasis 
on relying only on formal rules and regulations developed by public agencies.  Although 
these rules and regulations will not disappear, neither public agency rules and regulations, 
nor the prescriptions of VCOs of what is best for clients, will define this changing 
context.  They will now stand alongside the agreements made as a result of building new 
relationships and new ways of working (Agranoff, 2003; Agranoff & McGuire, 2003; 
Brown & Keast, 2005; Davis & Rhodes, 2001; Innes & Booher, 1999; Kopenjan & Klijn, 
2004; Mandell, 2001a). 
 
In addition, VCOs will need to be involved in a process of building new capacities.  Not 
only they, but other members as well, will now be involved in completely new ways of 
working.  This has been seen particularly in community development efforts (Agranoff, 
1991; Crowley, 2004; Edwards & Stern, 1998; Fine, 2001; Goodwin, 2004; Huxham & 
Vangen, 1996; Larner & Butler, 2004; Mandell, 2001b; Osborne & McLaughlin, 2002; 
Mandell & Harrington, 1999; Ross & Osborne, 2004; Stone, 1996; The Annie E. Casey 
Foundation, 1995).  Collaborations are based on supposed equal partnerships with all 
members.  The reality, however, is that not all members have the ability to be equal 
partners.  What is needed is training programs, ongoing mentoring and other types of 
capacity building programs.  An article by Keast et al, 2004 provides a striking example 
of how effective capacity building programs are to the success and sustainability of these 
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endeavors.  The current literature on citizen empowerment (America Speaks, 2007; 
Bingham, et al, 2005; Boyle, 2005; Cooper et al, 2006; Kathi & Cooper, 2005; Levine, et 
al, 2005) also reflects this emphasis.  In the current democratic context, the government 
will not be the only, nor the primary, source for policy decisions.  All stakeholders, 
including the voluntary and community sector and private sector, as well as citizen 
groups will play a role in the policy making agenda. 
 
Management And Maintenance Of IORs For VCOs 
 
 
Even when VCOs have been involved in traditional IORs based on service agreements 
(top down management), they have relied on a foundation of relationships among the 
professionals in the VCOs and the government agencies.  In their new role as collaborator 
or partner, it becomes necessary to  capitalize on these relationships. Further, there is a 
need to strategically identify relationships that need to be built and and how to manage 
and leverage all relationships toward a collective goal.  This new way of working based 
on relationships is cited in the literature on VCOs (Brinkerhoff, 2002; Brown & Keast, 
2005; Huxham, 2005).   
 
While clearly interpersonal relationships are an integral component of networked ways of 
working, for service networks to be effective they need to be more than just informal 
socializing (Keast, 2004).  Instead, in this context, existing and established relationships 
while valued as an end in themselves must be harnessed and leveraged to achieve 
synergistic outcomes that are not possible in single agency or committee operating 
modes.  Indeed, one of the big areas of concern is whether these new arrangements are 
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actually a new way of operating public programs or merely a way for government to get 
its own objectives more broadly accepted by the public.  In this regard, there are two 
interrelated problems that have been identified.  
The first relates to the idea that government agencies as providers of funding, still want to 
maintain a position of power and control over VCOs.  This is a particularly difficult 
situation for government agencies, since they are now supposedly interacting as partners 
with VCOs.  While such issues confront all participants, government organizations, 
because they exist in a legal/political environment with strong needs for transparency, 
accountability and effectiveness (Klijn and Koppenjan 2000), are often confronted by 
competing service and operational goals including their own electoral survival.  They are 
therefore particularly apt to renege or fail to fully meet the new terms of engagement. 
Indeed, as a number of authors have demonstrated, when under pressure government 
tends to ‘revert’ to known and comfortable authoritative relationships (Keast and Brown, 
2002; Klijn and Koppenjan, 2000).   
 
 In effect, government agencies are confronted with a sort of “Catch 22” situation.  On 
the one hand, government agencies still want to maintain their position of power and 
control over VCOs.  In a sense, therefore, this new collaborating role actually means that 
VCOs are often viewed as a threat to the established domain of government agencies.  On 
the other hand, these same government agencies recognize their need to rely on VCOs to 
accomplish what they cannot accomplish alone.  To do this, they must be able to share 
power with VCOs that therefore becomes a new operating reality, not only for 
government agencies, but for VCOs as well. 
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The second problem relates to the prevailing view of the role of government that it is the 
role of politicians to outline policy and the role of those working in public sector agencies 
to carry out these policies (Kopenjan & Klijn, 2004).  This is in spite of extensive 
research that indicates that this is neither the only nor even the most prevalent reality.  
Instead, the literature highlights the complex nature of the decision-making process 
involving many actors from the public, private and voluntary and community sectors 
(Agranoff, 2003; Agranoff & McGuire, 2003; Edwards & Stern, 1998; Gray, 1989; Hanf 
& Scharpf, 1978; Hjern & Porter, 1981; Huxham & Vangen, 2005; Kamensky & Burlin, 
2004; Kickert, et al, 1997; Mandell, 2001b; Milward, 1996; Rhodes, 1998; Ross & 
Osborne, 2004).  The difficulty is that it is the expectations of the public that elected 
officials should be held accountable for policy decisions.   
 
These two interrelated problems highlight a number of key issues in our understanding of 
what it means to operate in the current democratic context.  They are: 
-  Issues of power and control 
-  Accountability issues 
- Commitment to the whole 
- Building enhanced trust among participants 
 
 
Issues of power and control: 
 
 
The emphasis in collaborations on equal partnerships and shared governance obscures the 
impact of issues of power and the power struggles that are still inevitable.  The difference 
for VCOs and government to understand is on how power is managed in a collaboration 
that differs from what occurs in other types of IORs.  One of these differences is the 
emphasis on horizontal, rather than vertical, management.  While both VCOs and 
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government have been used to exerting their expertise in delivering services, this has 
been done in a vertical mode of “telling” others what is best for them and what to do.  In 
collaborations, VCOs and government agencies still need to rely on their expertise, but 
not in a vertical, or “telling” mode.  Instead, VCOs and government agencies need to 
learn how to influence other members through adapting their expertise and skills by 
adopting a “listening” mode in which they recognize the value of what other participants 
have to offer.   
 
This has been referred to as the “enabling component” of IORs, which is characterized as 
“power to” bring about co-operation of others, rather than “power over” others (Agranoff 
& McGuire, 2001c).  This requires the ability “to marshal resources, build coalitions and 
forge agreements (mobilization behavior) and develop a view of the whole to achieve a 
set of common objectives.” (Mandell and Steelman, 2003: 216-217). 
 
A second issue relates to an interesting phenomenon.  In collaboration the reality is that 
power stays within individual organizations and is not ceded to the collaboration.  This 
means that everyone is “in charge” and no one is “in charge” (Mandell, 2000).  In spite of 
this there are a variety of power bases that are exerted in the collaboration.  Rather than 
an emphasis on a hierarchical power base, however, the emphasis is on political (the 
ability to get things done), organizational (resources that can be brought to bear) or 
technical (knowledge and expertise) types of power (Mandell, 2000).  The reality is that 
although community organizations and citizens are now in a power-sharing position, 
government agencies still maintain a greater power base.  They must therefore learn how 
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to use their newfound power in a way that allows room for both government agencies and 
VCOs to maneuver.  If VCOs and/or citizens abuse their power, they can easily lose it.  
VCOs will therefore not only need to capitalize on their professional expertise, but also to 
learn how to use their existing relationships, especially with clients, to exert pressure on 





One of the difficulties encountered by members in collaborations is the contradictory 
forces that are present.  VCOs need to establish and relate to the needs of the overall 
community while at the same time “not undermining the ultimate responsibility of the 
executive and administrative arms of government for responding to and mediating 
between conflicting needs and priorities” (Goodwin, 2004:25).  As Chisholm (1998:11) 
points out “…horizontal member-controlled design” raises the question of “who’s in 
charge”.   
 
VCOs, as well as other members in a collaboration, need to discover that all of them are 
actually in charge.  This means that VCOs must be ready to take on new responsibilities 
in terms of accountability.  They are no longer just accountable to government agencies 
and/or foundations that fund their programs.  They are now accountable to community 
members and to each other as well.  This type of problem requires the active participation 
of all members to “assist in resolving parallel and emerging confusion about the roles of 
decision-making responsibilities of [the collaboration], where it derives its authority” 
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(Goodwin, 2004:23) and how the members should respond to the various calls for 
accountability.  
  
Another aspect of the accountability issue has to do with the fact that members of a 
collaboration are also members of their own organizations (Huxham and Vangen, 1996; 
Mandell, 2000).  This results in two problems.  The first problem is the extent to which 
representatives in a collaboration are actually representative (Huxham and Vangen, 
1996).  Members of a collaboration often express views that go beyond the parameters of 
the community group that they might represent.  As Huxham and Vangen (2005:13) point 
out, “Given that such representatives are not accountable to anyone for these views, it can 
be difficult for other collaborators to judge how representative of community views they 
actually are”. 
 
The second is the constraints placed on members by their organization as to what they 
can and cannot agree to (Huxham and Vangen, 1996).  This reduces the degree to which 
the collaboration can act as it sees fit.  This also creates conflicts for the representatives 
themselves in terms of meeting the goals of the collaboration and meeting the goals of 
their individual organization (Mandell, 2000).  VCOs have larger constituencies than just 
those in the collaboration and the representatives of VCOs must be aware of this.   
In essence then, accountability is a double-edged sword for VCOs.  Government agencies 
feel responsible to produce outcomes and thus feel VCOs should be accountable to them.  
In addition, however, VCOs are also held accountable for their support of specific 
community goals and priorities.  As a result VCOs and government agencies alike are 
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moving to more innovative ways to assess collaborations.  In this regard, “social audits in 
which the quality of relationships are assessed, and advocating for ‘process’ and 
‘formative’ evaluations play a mentoring rather than a monitoring role” (Larner & Butler, 
2004:19) have become important.  The end result will be that both VCOs and government 
agencies will still be held accountable, but the emphasis will be not only on the tangible 
outputs (tasks achieved) but also on the intangible processes (relationship building) that 
are essential in order for collaborations to be effective. 
 
Building a commitment to the whole: 
 
 
Collaborations are not based on the needs of any one organization or group.  Instead of a 
perspective that emphasizes their own needs, VCOs will have to develop a new 
perspective, one that focuses on looking at the whole.  Instead of focusing on how an 
individual VCO can deliver its services, VCOs need to focus on the overriding issues, 
which brought them to the table.  Collaborations come about because of the recognition 
that certain types of problems cannot be handled piecemeal. 
 
Several studies point to the need for more comprehensive programs to solve a variety of 
complex problems (Crowley, 2004; Edwards & Stern, 1998; Gray, 1989; Hanf, et al, 
1978; Keast, et al, 2005).  As Edwards & Stern (1998:4) points out there is an increasing 
recognition “…that meaningful strategies require community-wide, coherent, and 
comprehensive intervention strategies in order to be effective”.  It also means that instead 
of an emphasis on individual organizations, there needs to be a shift toward a collective, 
or shared vision that includes all participants. 
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Since collaborations are made up of many diverse members, each with their own values 
and attitudes, getting people to agree is a difficult problem.  What is needed is a way for 
members to participate for their own reasons, but with a commitment to an overriding 
goal.  This requires the ability to step into the participants’ shoes (Mandell and Steelman, 
2003) and thereby create at least a working consensus.  This is accomplished in a number 
of ways.  First, much work is done behind the scenes.  Participants need to find out what 
each organization is willing to do and thus find areas of mutual agreement.  In addition, 
the focus needs to be on the need for the overall program and the idea that each one’s 
way is not the only way to achieve action.  The key is not on reaching agreement among 
members, per se, but rather recognizing the overriding need to be committed to the 
program as a whole.  Finally, “Partners need to fully explore alternatives and avoid 
agreeing simply to maintain harmony” (Edwards & Stern, 1998). 
 
In one case (Connick & Innes, 2003; Innes  and  Booher, 1999) this changed the nature of 
the democratic context from one in which the stakeholders moved from being litigants in 
contentious lawsuits to partners with a commitment to work together for the next 30 
years. 
 
Building enhanced trust among participants: 
 
 
Because of the diversity of members and the need to build more equal partnerships, there 
is a need to focus on building enhanced trust among participants.  As indicated in the 
study of teen pregnancies, “Partners need to develop mutual respect, understanding, and 
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trust in order for the association to develop.  Allowing time at the start for members to 
learn about each other, including cultural and communication differences and agendas, to 
test boundaries, to evaluate others, to develop relationships and to forge new alliances is 
helpful” (Edwards & Stern, 1998:11).  In the study for the Los Angeles Roundtable for 
Children it was also found that in community development that the critical element “…is 
on building commitment to a shared vision.  This is accomplished, not by rules and 
regulations, but through building personal relations, which result in establishing areas of 
mutual understanding and trust” (Mandell & Harrington, 1999:8).  Many articles on 
networks also confirm the critical element of building trust in collaborations (Agranoff, 
2003; Keast et al, 2004; Kickert, et al, 1997; Klijn & Koppenjan, 2004; Mandell, 1994). 
 
Future Trends: Challenges and Opportunities For Managers And Academics 
 
 
The movement toward more equal involvement of VCOs in dealing with the complex 
problems faced by government not only changes the face of IORs for VCOs.  It also 
changes the democratic context in terms of the way government agencies will need to 
deal with VCOs.  There will be a number of challenges and opportunities that will 
therefore result.  These future trends are discussed in the next section.  
 
Changing expectations of government and VCOs: 
 
One of the critical questions in this regard is the extent to which the participants in these 
efforts can change their expectations as to what these new ways of working really mean 
(Keast et al, 2004).  In this regard, the emphasis in both the literature on networks and 
civic engagement is that at the core of these efforts is the need to build new types of 
relationships (Agranoff, 2003; Cooper et al, 2006; Innes & Booher, 1999; Keast et al, 
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2004; Koppenjan & Klijn, 2004; Mandell, 2001a; The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 
1995).  This presents two critical challenges for those in these types of efforts.  One 
relates to the time it will take to achieve results.  The other relates to accepting intangible 
rather than only tangible results. 
 
The building of relationships has been identified as “the single most valuable 
outcome…between service providers and the communities they serve, widening ‘policy 
networks’” (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2006: 2).  The key, according to this 
foundation was moving from “Why don’t you” and “It’s not our fault” to “How can we”.   
This critical element is echoed in the writings of many in both the fields of networks and 
civic engagement.  In spite of this, however, there needs to be an understanding and 
appreciation on the part of the participants that this will not be an easy process and will 
take a long time to develop.  In some cases the process of building relationships has taken 
as long as three to five years to occur (Innes & Booher, 1999; The Annie E. Casey 
Foundation, 1995).  The difficulty is that there will be pressures on the participants, both 
from their parent organizations and/or other external stakeholders to show results quickly.  
In most cases consideration will not be given to the need to take the time to establish new 
relationships. When it is, however, the results can be dramatically different (Keast et. al., 
2004).   
Second, the emphasis on building relationships (intangible outcomes) is contrary to the 
traditional emphasis on achieving tasks (tangible outputs) in the short term.  Government 
agencies involved in civic engagement efforts through networks are used to a focus on 
how to be as efficient as possible in the delivery of services.  Instead, these agencies now 
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have to deal with the realities of focusing, not on task accomplishment in the short term 
but rather on changing attitudes, perceptions and building new relationships in the long 
term.  
Both of these challenges relate to the degree of risk that participants must face in these 
new types of efforts.  Since participants in a network are representing their parent 
organizations, they cannot just agree to new ways of working without first knowing that 
they will have the support of their parent organization.  The difficulty is that expectations 
and consequences need to be dealt with up front, before the effort is begun, but most 




As has been indicated, the emphasis on the delivery of services needs to give way to what 
has been referred to as community action.  Community actions “…are the activities 
undertaken by members of the partnership in the community in order to create changes in 
community programs, policies and practices” (Edwards & Stern, 1998:14).  The 
difficulty, however, is how to monitor and evaluate these results.  Many in the field have 
begun to grapple with this problem (Edwards & Stern, 1998; Goodwin, 2004; The Annie 
E. Casey Foundation, 1995).  The emphasis is on the need to develop evaluation 
techniques that are dynamic and dovetail the need for adaptability that is central to these 
initiatives.  In this way, government agencies will have to adjust their expectations of 
outcomes and performance measures (Keast et al, 2004). 
 
Some suggestions for different types of evaluations include the degree to which a 
community has been mobilized to take action, the ability to move from the planning to 
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implementation phase, whether collaborations result in changes in the community and 
intermediate outcomes such as behavioral objectives (Edwards & Stern, 1998). 
 
The difficulty will be in being able to measure long-term effects.  Resources are based on 
justifying the use of these resources in the short term.  Given the long time delays 
inherent in collaborations, being able to do this will remain a problem.  In the end, 
however, if those involved are committed to this new way of working, they will also find 
new ways of evaluating them. 
 
The danger of a ‘shadow government’: 
 
 
A final consideration of the new collaborative arrangements, and perhaps most 
challenging for VCOS and government, arises from the required closeness of the 
relationships between the entities. Although, in collaborative arrangements there is 
clearly the need for both government and VCOs to adopt a level of mutuality that allows 
for a sharing and even cross-over of roles, VCOs still have to retain a strong tie to the 
fundamental ideology of the parent body. This duality of roles and loyalty can be difficult 
to understand and sustain. As collaborating partners VCOs need to be able to share roles 
and perspectives but they have to be careful that they retain their ethos and not become 
government.  Also in entering into closer or collaborative arrangements with government, 
VCOs run the risk of becoming too closely associated with the government and its way of 
working and may lose the potential to act independently.  
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A further consequence of the closer relationship between government and VCOs occurs 
especially where government provides funding for collaborative endeavors.  In this 
situation government has made specifications for a level of operating rigidity, that while 
consistent with government requirements, is not always possible or desirable within the 
voluntary and community arena. Two current examples are governments’ expectations 
for VCOs to have a compatible professional workforce and highly specified accounting 
procedures and mechanisms. Although in large part understandable as a way of 
protecting for outcomes, operational similarity has a strong potential for organizational 
‘isomorphism’ to occur, thus limiting the role of VCOs to forcefully provide alternative 
views and challenge ill-considered policies and legislation. In this way, governments 
need to critically analyze policies and funding requirements to ensure that they don’t 
undermine the inherent benefits of VCOs creating what in effect becomes ‘a shadow 
government’ (Wolch, 1990). 
 
Discussion and Conclusion: 
 
 
The new types of relationships and efforts between government agencies, VCOs and 
citizens has the potential to allow for more targeted service delivery programs as well as 
to effect broader societal change by redefining what state-citizen relations mean. This can 
be seen in the literature on both networks and citizen engagement (Agranoff, 2003; 
Agranoff & McGuire, 2003; Brinkerhoff, 2002; Cooper et al, 2006; Keast et al, 2006; 
Keast & Brown, 2002; Lukensmeyer & Torres, 2006;Provan & Milward, 2001).   
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In effect, working through networks, coupled with the concept of governance has 
changed the democratic context.  This impact has been particularly felt by both 
government agencies and VCOs.  There are several reasons for this.  First, these types of 
organizations are used to being in a position of telling others what to do, rather than being 
an equal partner with others.  Second, are changes in the role of government and VCOs 
from just being providers of service to being problem solvers trying to find new and/or 
innovative ways to deliver services.  Third, both government agencies and VCOs can no 
longer rely on rules and regulations to conduct business in these new efforts.  Finally is 
that both government agencies and VCOs will now need to learn new skills that focus 
more on building relationships than just engaging in the tasks of delivering services.    
 
Of primary importance is the difference between the type of relationships involved in this 
new arena and the more traditional types of relationships that have occurred between 
government agencies and VCOs in the past.  Although VCOs and government agencies 
may be used to their roles involving what is termed vertical IORs, they must now adjust 
to a role that involves horizontal IORs.  In this role, all stakeholders are considered equal 
partners.  This means that no one in these collaborations can tell others what to do.  For 
VCOs this means that they need to change their way of operating, from using their 
expertise to tell others what to do, to being able to listen to others and share their 
expertise to take advantage of what others have to offer.  The same is true of government 
agencies.  Although still in a position of holding the purse strings, they must now be 
willing to share power.   This is particularly difficult for government agencies that often 
are part of the collaboration.  Coming from vertical organizational arrangements, they 
must now change their ways of behaving to allow for these horizontal types of 
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arrangements to become productive.  For both VCOs and government agencies, this will 
involve several areas in which their behavior must change.  These include a new focus, 
not only on their own agendas, but also on the meshing of many different agendas and 
learning new methods of managing. 
 
These changes lead to several key issues that will need to be addressed by both VCOs 
and government agencies.  These include issues of power and control, accountability 
issues, the need to be committed to the whole and building trust.   
 
Although these new efforts are based on equal partnerships among all stakeholders the 
reality is closer to what George Orwell (1946:92) indicated in his book, Animal Farm, 
that “All animals are created equal, but some are more equal than others”.  Nonetheless, 
traditional forms of power based on authority and hierarchical control will no longer be 
effective in this environment.  Instead, “governance in these terms is a political but 
nonpartisan process of negotiating diverse interests and views to solve public problems 
and create public value” (Boyle, 2005:537). 
 
Equally important is the revised view of who is now responsible for public policy.  Not 
only do our views of who to hold accountable for public policy outcomes change, but 




Although participants in these collaborative efforts are still responsible to their own 
organizations, in order for the effort to move forward, they will also need to build a 
commitment to the whole.  In the current democratic context, organizations will no 
longer have the luxury of being able to carry out their own individual agendas.  Instead, 
they will need to find new ways of incorporating the views of many diverse groups.  
Related to this is the emphasis on building trust where now mistrust exists.  New 
processes of consensus, negotiation and mediating techniques have been shown to be not 
only effective in these efforts but to replace the contentious and often litigious 
relationships that now are so prevalent in government-community relations (Innes & 
Booher, 1999). 
 
None of this, of course, will be easy.  A number of challenges will face both government 
agencies and VCOs in the future. The expectations of both government agencies and 
VCOs will need to be changed.  Of prime importance will be the recognition of the time 
it will take to come to agreements and the emphasis on intangible (building relationships) 
outcomes in addition to tangible (delivering services) outputs.  This revised emphasis will 
also have an impact on how these efforts will be evaluated.  New ways of evaluating 
government-VCO relationships that focus on long-term effects and at the same time 
justifying the use of resources in the short term will remain a problem. 
 
Finally, and perhaps most challenging, especially for VCOs, is the need to share roles and 
perspectives that can lead to VCOs creating what in effect becomes a “shadow 
government”.  To avoid this, VCOs will need to develop the ability to work together with 
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government agencies while at the same time maintaining their own unique identity and 
values.  
 
As a result, VCOs, as well as government agencies, will find themselves in greater risk-
taking positions.  This means that both VCOs and government agencies will now need to 
make a decision as to whether these new types of relationships are worth these risks.  
This decision will need to be based on the complexity of the problem, their ability to 
continue to deal with the problem on their own and their assessment of whether the way 
they are currently working continues to be an option. 
 
VCOs and government agencies are used to facing complex issues and trying to find 
innovative ways of meeting the challenges inherent in them.  Their new role as 
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